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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
For more than two thousand years, artists, scientists,
authors, and philosophers have been conscious of the classic culture of ancient Greece.

The eternal contributions

of that noble people have proved significant influences
on the lives and works of countless men.

As we know, the

degree of influence has varied as age replaced age; it is
easier to perceive in some periods than in others.

If we

look deeply enough, however, we may be assured that all
great western cultures following the decay of Grecian civ•
ilization must acknowledge a heavy debt to their Hellenic
forebears.
The essential greatness of Greek Classicism has provided, in addition, ample material for study, research,
and interpretation.

The relationship of the ancient Greek

literary efforts to modern writing is a field rich in potentialities.

It is well that modern analysts seek out and

give credit to this inspiration.
English poetry in particular has received both enrichment and motivation from classical sources.

The case of

Percy Bysshe Shelley, nineteenth century English Romantic
poet, provides an excellent illustration of this point.
This study will attempt to place before the reader evidence

ot Shelley's debt to ancient Greece as revealed in his life
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and in his poetry, with psrticular emphasis upon the influences of Aeschylus and Plato.
We shall note that from his study of Aeschylus,
Shelley gained the idea which led to his great masterpiece,
Prometheus Unbound.

An attempt will be made to evaluate

this influence by presenting comparisons of that work with

the Prometheus Bound ot Aeschylus.
We know that Shelley had a great fondness for the
works of Aeschylus.

Many of his contemporaries speak of

the hours he spent with the "Father of Greek Drama."

It

is significant that his greatest contribution to English
literature bears the title of one of the lost plays of
Aeschylus..

It is also interesting to remember that he

perished with a copy of Aeschylus in his pocket.
Of even greater importance in the development of
Shelley was the Greek philosopher Plato.

Where Aeschylus

provided general ideas, settings, language, and characters,
Plato contributed to the development of Shelley as a
thinker.

It is a simple metter to celebrate the exquisite

lyricism of this English poet's lines, but it is a far
greater task to understand and appreciate the depth of his
philosophy.
It has been said that "Plato's thought, from first
to last, was chiefly bent on the question how society
could be reshaped so that man might realize the best that
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is in him."l

Such also was Shelley's high purpose, a goal

which put him constantly at odds with his environment.
It should not be assumed that Shelley is to be
charged with any lack of originality.
to a high degree.

That quality is his

The fact remains, however, that the

lore of ancient Greece had a significant effect upon him
both as man and poet.

"We are all Greeks.

In his preface to ffllallas," ha says,

Our laws, our literature, our reli-

gion, our arts have their root in Greece,"

In his preface

to Prometheus Unbound he tells us that poetry is, after
all, a mimetic art.

According to him,

It creates, but it creates by combination and
representation. Poetical abstractions are beautiful and new, not because the portions of which
they are composed had no previous existence in
the mind of man or in nature, but because the
whole produced by their combination has some
intelligible and beautiful analogy with those
sources of emotion and thought, and with the
contemporary condition of them: one great poet
is a masterpiece of nature which another not
only ought to study but must study.
It may seem strange that the writer places such emphasis upon ancient learning at a time when human existence appears threatened by possible misuse of atomic
energy.

Is it true, however, that in looking back at the

greatness of past civilizations we are guilty of retreating from reality?

Has the wisdom of Plato lost its worth

for us, and have we nothing to gain from Aeschylus• under-

1 Francis M. Cornford, ~ Republic Q! Plato {Hew York:
Oxford University Press, 1945), p. xv.
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standing of human nature?

If so, we have taken a wayward

path in our pursuit of the good, the beautiful, and the
true.

In seeking analysis of the atom we have perhaps

lost much of our appreciation of basic values.
It may well be true that we need another period of
renaissance, that a revival of interest in ancient

~earn-

ing might help to give us balance in our battle for survival,

Shelley, in the early part of t.he 19th century, gave

heed to the thought, spirit, and art of ancient Greece,
It will be shown in the following pages that this influence helped to make him a great poet and thinker.

Let us

not disregard the contributions of the ancient Greeks to
the history of human development but remember the wisdom
of Shelley, who said, "I read the Greek dramatists and
Plato forever."2

2 Letter of P. B. Shelley to John Gisborne, October 22,
1821, in Barnard, Shelley, Selected Poems, Essays, and
Letters (New York: The Odyssey Press, 1944}, P• 59x:-

CHAPTER II
SHELLEY
I.

MAN

The brie1' li1'e o1' Percy Bysshe Shelley reveals a personality o1' many strange and conflicting elements.

Conse-

quently, there has sprung up a conglomerate mass o1' theories promulgated by any number o1' accurate and inaccurate
biographers o1' the poet.

Unfortunately, Shelley was not

possessed o1' the services of a Boswell.

As a consequence,

our picture of him must be pieced together from a variety
of sources.

Such men as Hogg, Medwin, Trelawny, and

Peacock were little qualified to analyze a nature of such
complexity.

Although each failed individually, collec-

tively they performed a great service in recording observations, impressions and anecdotes for later biographers
of the poet.

Had Wordsworth or Coleridge known Shelley as

intimately, it is probable that a much more searching estimate would have been left to posterity.
Of great value have been the recollections of Mary
Shelley, in that they supply many personal facts without
a knowledge of which Shelley would seem to us much less
human.

Certainly this woman was the one contemporary who

came nearest to understanding Shelley.

She alone might

have left a biographical monument in some measure worthy
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of her subject.
to do so.

It is unfortunate that she did not choose

It is apparent , however, that at times even she

was unable to appreciate the extent of his genius.
Shelley's many letters provide another interesting
source of material for a student of the poet.

They reveal

not only vital biographical matter, but also indicate that
he was a

The true Shelley is discovered best, however, in the
lines of his poetry.

There we find that outpouring of

mind, emotion, and music, that synthesis of genius, thought,
and feeling so truly Shelleyan.
Triumph 2!,
poet.

~

From gueen

~

to the

is unfolded the life historyof a great

We are able to trace his growth from juvenile di-

dacticism to that pinnacle toward which all great poets
aspire--a realization of the meaning of life itself.
last line, "Then what is life?

His

I cried," suggests .that he

was about to cross the threshold of understanding,l
vision was gradually clarifying itself.

His

Long a seeker

after Death, he perhaps realized that in the shades beyond lay the answer to his question.

Death to him had

become the natural fulfillment of life.
Shelley's family background presents an interesting
analogy with that of Aeschylus.
l

Triumph£!~.

Line 544.

Both poets were repre-
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sentative or the upP.er strata or society in their respec-t

tive centuries.

As was very probable in the case

of

Aeschylus, Shelley's position offered him many advantages
both social and educational.

At heart, however, Shelley

was a rebel and declined special privilege.

Early in his

career he turned his back on family and fortune, was barred
from continuing his formal education at Oxford University
because or atheism, and set out on a radical career in a
conservative world.
Let us examine for a moment Shelley's academic preparation in order to account for his great reverence for
Greek Classicism.

Woodberry records that the poet was

first introduced to Latin and Greek at the incredible age
of six by the Reverend Mr. Edwards, a Welsh clergyman at
Warnham.2

These studies were continued through the re-

mainder of his formal education under subsequent tutors
at Sion House Academy, Eton, and, finally, during his
short and disastrous sojourn at University College, Oxford.
After his expulsion from. Oxford and until the day of his
death, we find frequent references to his classical scholarship, not only in his own prose, but in the biographical
and critical estimates of those who were closely associated with him.
2 Shelley's Complete Poems, George E. Woodberry, editor,
(New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1901), p. xvi.
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In order to show the consistency and extent of
Shelley's interest in Greek Classicism, the following compilation of chronological evidence is presented.

An attempt

will be made to picture the activities and literary efforts
which engaged Shelley during the periods indicated.
1804-1809
Shelley was twelve years old in 1804, the year he
entered Eton.

We see a boy already well-grounded in the

study of Greek, which has become so real to him that he
seeks to apply it in a schoolboy fight.

Gribble records

the humorous altercation with young Sir Thomas Styles
which occurred during Shelley's first year at Eton:
Time was called, the battle was renewed in
earnest. The baronet, somewhat cautious, planted
his first blow upon the chest of Shelley, who did
not appear to relish it. However, though not a
proficient in the art of self-defence he nevertheless went in, and knocked the little baronet
off his legs, who lay sprawling upon the grass
more dead than alive, Shelley's confidence increased; he stalked round the ring as before, and
spouted one ot the defiant addresses usual with
Homer's heroes when about to commence a single
combat; the young post, being a first-rate classical scholar, actually delivered the speech in the
original Greek, to the no small amusement ot the
boys,3
The most important objective of the Eton curriculum
was preparation in Latin and Greek,

White calculates

that Shelley, during the six year course, covered approx-

3 Francis

York:

Gribble, !h! Romantic~.£!. Shelley, (New
G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1911), p. 34·
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imately 75,000 lines of prose and poetry in the two languages.4 Emphasis in Greek study was placed primarily
upon Homer, although some attention was given to selections
from Aesop, the New Testament, and the Greek dramatists.
Shelley's literary efforts during this period were
extremely juvenile in nature and cannot be said to reveal
any appreciable Greek influence.

An adolescent interest

in Gothic novels led to the writing of .§.:!!. Irvine (18081811).

His poetical efforts are found in griginal Poetry

~Victor~

Cazire, written in collaboration with his

sister and published in 1810.
1810-1814
Shelley's late adolescence was characterized by great
personal turmoil and frequent change.

During this period

he suffered expulsion from Oxford for atheism, broke all
friendly ties with his family, married Harriet Westbrook,
and eloped with Mary Godwin.
While still at Oxford he published Posthumous Fragments of Margaret Nicholson, a literary hoax calculated to
fool the critics.

queen Mab followed in 1812, motivated

almost entirely by William Godwin's Political Justice.
These two works, except for a few minor lyrics, composed
his entire literary activity and seem free of Greek influ-

4 Newman

I. White, Shelley, (New York:
1940), I, 36.

Alfred A Knopf,
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ence.

There is ample evidence, however, that Shelley

spent considerable time studying Greek literature.

While

still at Oxford, he developed his great appreciation for
Plato.

According to White,

His love of Plato showed itself in an enthusiastic
reading with Hogg of several of the dialogues, including the Phaedo and the Re~ublic. At Oxford he
read Greek literature mainlyn translation, but
within a few years he read tor hours on end in the
original Greek -- more, says Hogg, than many an aged
pedant reads in a lifetime.5
Shelley was not content to remain the only one in his
circle who could read Greek.

His friends and both of his

wives were subjected to intensive training in the language.
Gribble remarks that WWhenever he loved a woman -- whether
he loved her much or little -- he always wished to teach
her Latin and Greek."6
1815-1818
With the writing of Alastor in 1815, Shelley began intensive development as a poet and thinker.

A financial

agreement with his father treed him from most of his monetary worries, and his marriage with Mary Godwin was a happy
one.
After Alastor, a succession of tine poems appeared,
including

~Revolt

£! Islam, Prince Athanese, Rosalind

5 Ibid., P• 97.
6 ~ble, ~· £!!., p. 124.
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~Helen,
and~

Julian and Maddalo, Hymn iQ Intellectual Beauty,

Blanc.

Kurtz notes the influence of Plato par-

ticularly in Prince Athanese, Hymn

!£

Intellectual Beauty,

and ~ Blanc. 7
From this point until the end of his life, we find
constant references to Shelley's interest in Greek art,
literature, and thought.

White records many anecdotes

which involve both reading and translation of Greek
authors, particularly Homer, Aeschylus, and Plato, by
Shelley and his circle.S
Shelley refers to such activity frequently in his
letters.

He '.'.rrites to Thomas Love Peacock:

I have lately found myself totally incapable ot
original composition. I have employed my mornings,
therefore, in translating the Symposium, which I
accomplished in ten days. Mary is now transcribing
it, and I am writing a prefatory essay. I have
been reading scarcely anything but Greek.9

1819-1822
Shelley's greatest period of productivity occurred
during the last four years of his life.

During this

short span of time he wrote Prometheus Unbound,

~

Cenci,

7 Benjamin P. Kurtz, The Pursuit of Death (New York:
Oxford University Press,-r933J, pp. 94-5.
8 White, .Ql!.• ill•• pp. 505-533.
9 Letter of P. B. Shelley to Thomas Love Peacock, July
25, 1818, in Garnett, Select Letters ot Percy B~sshe
Shelley, (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1 96),
p. 34.
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The Witch of Atlas, Epipsychidion, Adonais, Hallas,
Triumph 2!. Life, and

~

!Q.

1!!.2

~

Wind,

1h!

Greek influ-

ences can be detected in each of the above poems.

Later

in this paper we shall notice these influences in Prometheus Unbound,

1h! Witch .Q! Atlas, and. Epipsychidion.

Although this last part of Shelley's life was spent
in exile, it was by far the happiest period he had ever
known.

He lived a quiet lite with Mary and a small group

of friends, wrote a great deal, and studied constantly,
His rooms were cluttered with Greek books; he read extensively in Plato, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, and
Herodotus.

His many letters of this period are rich in

references to the Greek classics.

On January 26, 1819,

he wrote to Thomas Love Peacock, describing a visit to
the ruins of Pompeii:
This scene was what the Greeks beheld; Pompeii,
you know, was a Greek city, They lived in harmony
with nature; and the interstices of their incomparable columns were portals, as it were, to admit
the spirit of beauty which animates this glorious
universe to visit those whom it inspired. If such
was Pompeii, what was Athens? What scene was exhibited tram the Acropolis, the Parthenon, and
the temples of Hercules, and Theseus, and the Winds?lO
In a letter to Marianne Hunt he confides his plans
for Keats:

io rhtd., P· 99.
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I intend to be the physician both of his body
and his soul, to keep the on! warm, and to teach
the other Greek and Spanish. 1
Shelley frequently exercised his power of literary
criticism in reference to Greek literature.

In a letter

to John Gisborne during November 1820 (exact date unknown),
he makes the following observations:
I send you tha "l?haadon" and Tacitus.

I con=

gratulate you on your conquest of the "Iliad."
You must have been astonished at the perpetually
increasing magnificence of the last seven books.
Homer there truly begins to be himself. The battle
of the Scamander, the funeral of Patroclus, and the
high and solemn close of the whole bloody tale in
tenderness and inexpiable sorrow, are wrought in
a manner incomparable with anything of the same
kind. The "Odyssey" is sweet, but there is nothing
like this.l2
In one of his last letters to John Gisborne., written
on June 18, 1822, shortly before his death, Shelley
remarks characteristically, "I read Greek, and think about
writing."l3
Probably Shelley's greatest prose statement of his
sensitiveness to the classic beauty of the Greeks occurs
in his preface to Hallas:
The human form and the human mind attained to a
perfection in Greece which has impressed its image
on those faultless productions, whose very fragments
are the despair of modern art, and has propagated
impulses which cannot cease, through a thousand
channels of manifest or imperceptible operation, to
ennoble and delight mankind until the extinction of
the race.

l1 Letter of p. B. Shelley to Marianne Hunt, November
11, 1820, in Barnard, Shelley, Selected Poems, Essa;s ~
Letters, (New York: The Odyssey Press, 1944), p. 5 3·
12 Garnett,~· cit., p. 149.
13 Ibid., p.~17 •
.•
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So great was Shelley's love of the Greek classics
that he felt called upon to render them into his native
English.

His published works include translations of

parts of Euripides, Plato, Bion, Moschus and same of the
Homeric Hymns.

Many authorities in the field of literary

criticism attribute great merit to them; it has been said
that they are among the noblest translations in our lang-

uage.
II.

POET

As a lyricist, Shelley is probably unequalled in
English literature.

According to Professor Kurtz,

The exquisite, passionate beauty of his music
and imagery, their meteoric rush and tireless
ascension, the sun, star, and moon splendours of
his diction, the solemn visions and bright silver
dreams, are not the incoherent, irresponsible
play of a wayward genius. They are the aesthetic
life-forms of his ideals, for in his poetry he
thought in images and in music, in emotions and
in movement. They are the visible light and
beauty, the audible music, the impassioned splendors
of a poetic way of conceiving the ideals.l4
Shelley's imagery often reveals the subtle, masterful artist at work, expressing, in the medium of word
combinations, the fineness of his emotions and the depth
of his poetic spirit.

The following example, taken from

, the Prometheus Unbound, serves as an excellent illustration
of the poet's lyrical ability:
14 Introduction to Oxford Shelley, p. xxvi.
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The point of one white star is quivering still
Deep in the orange light of widening morn
Beyond the purple mountains: through a chasm
Of wind-divided mist the darker lake
Reflects it: now it wanes: it gleams again
As the waves fade, and as the burning threads
Of woven cloud unravel in pale air:
'Tis lost1 and through yon peaks of cloud-like snow
The roseate sunlight quivers: hear I not
The Aeolian music of her sea-green plumes
.
Winnowing the crimson dawn?l5 ·
One has but to glance through Shelley's lines to find
numerous other gems of pure lyricism,

His was the minstrel-

sy of beauty, the achievement of symphonic synthesis of
word symbols.
In his description of the poet in "Alaster," Shelley
tells us that
All of great
Or good, or lovely, which the sacred past
In truth or fable consecrates, he felt
And knew,lb
One cannot fail to compare creation with creator.

It

is not difficult to perceive the direction of Shelley's
interests,

Many of his greatest themes are directly trace-

able to the classics of ancient Greece,

One needs only a

casual glance at a list of Shelley's works for proof of
this statement.

Such titles as Prometheus Unbound,

Epipsychidion, Adona is, Hella s, Oedipus Tyrannus, and the
many translations are strongly indicative of this trend in
the poet's thought.

15

Act II

Be. I, 11. 17-27

16 Lines ?2-75.
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At no time, however, does Shelley stand convicted of
plagiarism.

His originality is as unquestioned as his

place among the greatest of England's poets.
III.

PHILOSOPHY OF LIFE

It was his philosophy ot lite which, perhaps more
then any other single

sphere of the world's great minstrels.

He possessed a

magnificent faith in human destiny and dedicated his powers
to the fulfillment of that destiny.

Because of great un-

willingness to compromise, Shelley found himself during
his life a perpetual conflict with the world.

The world,

however, admires strong determination, good principles,
and great art.

Shelley possessed all three; he is now

recognized as one whose life and works demonstrate goodness,
beauty, and truth.
Critics of Shelley have long deprecated his abstract,
almost unworldly qualities,17 never realizing that in his
gold-spun dreams there lay a definite and beautiful way of
lite.

In his preface to Prometheus Unbound, Shelley states

his purpose:
My purpose has hitherto been simply to familiarize
the highly refined imagination of the more select
classes of poetical readers with beautiful idealisms

17 For a brief survey of this view as expressed by such
critics as Charles Lamb, Charles ~ingsley, Thomas Carlyle,
Alfred Tennyson, Matthew Arnold, Walter Bagehot, Leslie
Stephen, and Paul Elmer More, see White, ~.cit., pp. 41314.
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of moral excellence; aware that until the mind can
love, and admire, and trust, and hope, and endure,
reasoned principles of moral conduct are seeds cast
upon the highway of life which the unconscious
passenger tramples into dust, although they would
bear the harvest of his happiness.
Shelley was not the "beautiful and ineffectual angel"
many thought and still think him to be.

Although his head

was almost continuously in the clouds, he did not forget
the misfortunes and tyranny to which his fellow lifetravelers were subjected.

Until the day of his death he

worked indefatigably for their succor and release.
Professor Kurtz admirably clarifies this point when he
says,
But the particular reform'S, political, economic,
and religious, which he actually advocated, are not
involved in this confusion. Most of these reforms
have long since, or but recently, been achieved;
or of the remainder, a few are now in the course of
agitation and others now seem somewhat more possible
of realization than they did .in the first half of
the nineteenth century. In Ireland, Catholic emancipation, universal suffrage, and repeal of the Union,
have come to pass. In England, the following have
been achieved: abolition of the rotten boroughts,
enfranchisement of the large, unrepresented towns,
universal suffrage, complete religious toleration,
universal education at public expense, entension of
the jury system, emancipation of women, prison reforms,
abolition of starvation, and the rule of labour. The
following are now in course of either recurrent or
continuous agitation: abolition of tithes, disestablishment of the Church of England, economic freedom
through repudiating the public debt and imposing a
capital levy, confiscation of' large property-holdings,
refusal to bear arms, internationalism, change of' the
marriage-laws, republican revolution, and passive resistance as a means of revolution.l8

18 .Q;e. cit., pp. xxv-xxvi.
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Such a personality as Shelley's can scarcely be termed
ttinef:f'ectual" in spite of' his many wanderings in the realms
of' idealism.

The ultimate measure of' a poet's worth must,

a:f'ter all, be in terms of' his pragmatic signi:f'icance to the
world.

In Shelley's case, this significance seems closely

allied to his philosophy of' life, which is best stated in
the concluding lines of his masterpiece, Prometheus Unbonnd e

Demogorgon, in the :f'inal lines of' his last speech, addresses
Prometheus saying:
To suf:f'er woes which Hope thinks infinite:
To forgive wrongs darker than death or night:
To defy power, which seems omnipotent:
To love, and bear, to hope till Hope creates
From its own wreck the thing .it contemplates;
Neither to change, nor falter, nor repent;
This like thy glory, Titan, is to be
Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free;
This is alone Li:f'e, Joy, Empire, and Victory.l9
Shelley was indeed a personification of' the Aeschylean

'

Prometheus.

His li:f'e was dedicated to the championship of

man, a battle against tyrannic powers which at the time
seemed unconquerable.

Although deprecated by his contem-

poraries, as was his precursor, Aeschylus, the passing of'
years has accorded him a place of distinction in the history of man's development.

l9 Act IV, 11. 570-578.

CHAPTER III
AESCHYLUS AND SHELLEY
I.

AESCHYLUS, MAN AND POET

Any analysis of a man's work is best preceded by some
study which reflects the individual himself.

To know some-

thing of a poet•s life is to pierce more deeply into the
mystery of his genius.
inspiration is elusive.

At best, the source of poetical
One of the greatest of the elect

was Aeschylus, the noble "Father of Greek Drama."

Let us

examine the life of this immortal Attic poet who modestly
termed his great literary efforts only "slices from the
great banquet of Homer."
Professor J. E. Harry in his Introduction to the
Prometheus Bound reminds us that "So many flowers of fancy
cluster round the life of Aeschylus that the solid ground
of fact beneath oan scaroely be discerned."!

Many

fables,

some so delightful that we hesitate to discard them, have
worked themselves into his life story.

As representative

of these, we might mention the appearanoe of the God
Dionysos in a dream to bid him give his life to tragedy.
Likewise, the humorous story of his death still provokes
amusement among us.2
1 Aeschylus• Prometheus, p. 11.
2 Aocording to ancient tradition, an eagle dropped a
tortoise upon the bald head of Aesohylus, mistaking it for
a stone. This was supposed to have oaused the dramatist's
death.
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We are fairly certain that Aeschylus was born in 525

B.c.,

at Eleusis, prominent center of Attic life, about

twelve miles from Athens.

His father, Euphorion, of a

proud and noble family, was probably active in the priesthood of the Eleusinion mysteries.
priest of Demeter.
to~-ation

Very likely he was a

To such influences we can trace the

of the proud; aristocratic personality and deeply

religious spirit which characterize Aeschylus.
The education of Aeschylus was in large part responsible for the inculcation of his ideals of reverence for
age, patriotism, manliness, mental purity, and bodily vigor.
It is generally supposed that he spent much time in study
of the classics available at that time as Shelley was later
to do.

Homer seems to have been one of his major inspira-

tions.

Professor Harry calls him the "chief of the three

disciples of Homer."3
It has been said that Aeschylus valued his achievements as a soldier more that he did his great dramatic
efforts.~

This would certainly seem true from his epitaph:

This tomb the dust of Aeschylus doth hide,
Euphorion 1 s son, and fruitful Gala's pride,
How tried his valour Marathon may tell
And long-haired Medea who know it all too well,5

3 HIU-"1'1, 2i• cit.,

p. 15.
Loc. cit.
5 Herbert w. Smyth, Aeschylus, (New York:
Sons, 1930}, p. xxiii.
~

G. P. Putaam•s
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Aeschylus proved his worth in the battles of Artemisium, salamis, and Marathon.

Of vital interest to him was

the struggle to decide whether Greece or Persia should rule
the western world.

A glance at Aeschylus reveals that he

not only wrote vividly but lived intensely as well.

He

was patriotic, religious, aristocratic, considerate, and
valorous to a high degree.

It is interesting to note that Aeschylus produced his
first play when he was but twenty-five years of age and
won his first prize about fifteen years after that.

Speak-

ing of Aeschylus as a playwright, Professor Harry writes
that he was "the real founder of tragedy, the creator of
dramatic art, since in him the genuine drama begins."6
Aristotle in his Poetics tells us that Aesgbylus
first used two actors instead of one.

This would really

attribute the creation o,f dramatic representation, as we
know it, to him.

He shortened the part given over to the

chorus and thus increased the importance of the dialogue,
.;,

· which he put into the iambic form. .He was very meticulous
in preserving the symmetry of his dialogue, by balancing
the parts of the two

~eskers.

without artificiality of style.

This he was able to achieve
Such a procedure added

much to the dignity of his heroic lines.

6 .QE. cit.,

p.

13.
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The style of Aeschylus is massive, grand, and extremely virile.

Occasionally, however, we discover passages of

great tenderness and beauty, which remind us that he could
also be a fine lyricist.

His imagery often reveals the

subtle, masterful artist at work, expressing, in the
medium of word combinations, the fineness of his emotions
and the depth of his poetic spirit.

Shelley later demon-

strated similar powers.
Aeschylus's insight into human character astounds
modern readers; his figures are intense, real, and alive.
Prometheus is more man than god.

It might be said also

that he, like Shelley's Prometheus, is the fulfillment of
what man ought to be.

Aeschylus possessed great vision

which he injected into the living lines and characters of
his dramas.

Professor R. H. Mather writes of him,

Though defeated, after a reign as chief dramatist
of nearly twenty years; though virtually banished·
from his country to die in a foreign land: still,
his marvellous genius continuea to express itself
to the end. His life was not a ruin: it was a
pyramid, -- or rather not a pyramid, but an Acropolis, with its Parthenon, its Erechtheum, and its
Propylaea; to which more choice spirits have bow~d
than have ever visited the Athenian shrine; and
which, unlike the stones on which Phidias wrote hia
fame, will keep its brightness and beauty forever.7
Between 484 and 464 B.C., Aeschylus seems to have had
his greatest success as a writer of tragedy.
time he won about thirteen prizes.
7

Ae~chylus•"'Pr'Oiiietheus

During this

The titles of seventy

Bound, p, xiv.
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plays are known, and at least sixty are accepted as
genuine.
plays.

Unfortunately, we have today only seven complete
Of the others, only fragments or titles remain.

If all the lost plays should suddenly be discovered, however,. posterity could accord Aeschylus no greater measure
of honor than it has already bestowed upon him.
II.

PROMETHEUS

It is significant to note that Shelley's greatest
poem was directly inspired by the Prometheus
Aeschylus.

~

of

Thus was the classical tradition to remain a

part of him as long as he lived.
As we have stated before, Shelley was really a Prometheus defying entrenched powers which during his lifetime
seemed omnipotent.

The tyrannies of government, organized

religion, and human selfishness allied themselves against
him, creating a striking parallel with the lot of the
Aeschylean Prometheus.

And yet, no one can say that Shelley

is in any sense trying to imitate Aeschylus.

Regarding

this point he writes:
The Prometheus Unbound of AeSchylus supposed the
reconciiiation of Jupiter with his victim as the
price of the disclosure of the danger threatened to
his empire by the consu!!Ullation of his marriage with
Thetis. Thetis, according to this view of the subject,
was given in marriage to Peleus, and Prometheus, by
permission of Jupiter, delivered from his captivity
by Hercules. Had I framed my story on this model, I
should have done no more than have attempted to restore the lost drama of Aeschylus, an ambition which,
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if my preference to this mode of treating the subject
had incited me to cherish, the recollection of the
high comparison such an attempt would challenge might
well abate. But, in truth, I was averse from a
catastrophe so feeble as that of reconciling the
champion with the Oppressor of mankind,8
There are, however, certain influences which can be
traced as a result of this classical inspiration.

It will

be our purpose to examine certain of these elements here,
later reenforcing this thesis with a textual comparison.
The setting of Shelley's poetical drama may be said
to be Aeschylean.

However, one may also trace the Alpine

influences which surrounded Shelley as he wrote it.

Pro-

fessor Woodberry quotes the poet's Journal for March 26,
1818, in which he describes Lea Echelles as follows:
The rocks, which cannot be less than a thousand
feet in perpendicular height, sometimes overhang the
road on each side, and almost shut out the sky. The
scene is like that described in the Prometheus of
Aeschylus: vast rifts and caverns in the granite
precipices; wintry mountains with ice and snow above;
the loud sounds of unseen waters within the caverns,
and Wfllls of toppling·rocks, only to be scaled as he
describes, by the winged chariot of the ocean nymphs,9
Shelley, as did Aeschylus, makes great use of the
chorus parts.

They provide the suffering Prometheus with

comfort, also serving to draw him out for the benefit of
the audience.

Much of Shelley's lyric ability is revealed

in lines spoken by the various choruses.

A good example

of this occurs in Act II, Scene II, Semiohorus I of
Spirits:

8 Preface to Prometheus Unbound.
9 Woodberry, 212· cit., p. 621.
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The path through which that lovely twain
Have passed, by cedar, pine, and yew.
And each dark tree that ever grew,
Is curtained out from Heaven's wide blue:
Nor sun, nor moon, nor wind, nor rain,
Can pierce its interwoven bowers,
Nor aught, save where some cloud of dew,
Drifted along the earth-creeping breeze,
Between the trunks of the hoar trees,
Hangs each a pearl in the pale flowers
Of the green laurel, bloWn anew;
And
~~~~~,o~~d~:~~no:~~~~asfbently,
Ons • ""'eo~..a...a.
r~U
goi.L\.l

""'Q.L.-.1.

..LQLU.VA.I.Q.

The reader of Shelley's Prometheus Unbound will discover the use of many epithets.

This is a heritage from

Homer, common to Shelley and Aeschylus, both of whom were
greatly influenced by this early epic poet.

Thus can we

understand Shelley's use of such expressions as "eaglebaffling mountain" and "Jove's tempest-walking hounds."
Shelley's use of imagery may also be compared with
that of Aeschylus.

This is particularly true in passages

dealing with
the v+olent
elements of nature:
. .
;_/
·-·
.

earthquake,

lightning, and whirlwind.. The following examples illustrate this comparison:
Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 266-271 (spoken by Phantasm of Jupiter)
Rain then thy plagues upon me here,·
Ghastly disease, and frenzying fear;
And let alternate frost and fire
Eat into me, and be thine ire
Lightning; and cutting hail, and legioned for~
Of furies, driving by upon the wounding storms. 1
10 Lines 201-213.
11 Oxford Shelley, p. 213.
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Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 1043-1053 (spoken by Prometheus)
Therefore let the lightning's forked curl be
cast upon my head and let the sky be convulsed
with thunder and the wrack of savage winds;
let the hurricane shake the earth from its
rooted base, ahd let the waves of the sea mingle
with their savage surge the courses of the stars
in heaven; and let him lift me on high and hurl
me down to black tartarus with the swirling
floods of stern Necessity: do what he will,
me he shall never bring to death.12
Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act IV
lines 376-381 (spoken by The Earth)
And like a storm bursting its cloudy prison
With thunder, and with whirlwind, has arisen
Out of the lampless caves of unimagined being:
With earthquake shock and swiftness making shiver
Thought's stagnant chaos, unremoved for ever. J
Prometheus s·ound (Aeschylus)
lines 1080-1088 (spoken by Prometheus)
Lo, now it hath passed from word to deed -- the
earth rocks, the echoing thunder-peal from the
depths rolls roaring past me; the fiery wreathed
lightning-flashes flare forth, and whirlwinds
toss the swirling dust; the blasts of all the
winds leap forth and set in hostile array their
embattled strife; the sky is confounded with
the deep. 14
One may also find in Shelley's lines many allusions
and expressions which have their sources in the classic
literature of ancient Greece.

Listed below are classical

terms, expressions, and allusions which appear in the lines

12 Smyth, Ql!.• cit., p. 311.
13 Oxford Slieiiex, p. 263.
14 Smyth, .!!.J?.• ill•, P• 313.
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ot the Prometheus Unbound.

It will be noted that Shelley

frequently uses the Roman counterparts of Greek names for
the ancient deities:
Act I
line 1
7
20

. 23
34

Daemons, Spirits
hecatombs
eagle-baffling mountain (epithet)
Ah me!

alas, etc •

Heaven's winged hound

115

Beneath the fierce omnipotence of Jove

118

The Titan

161

Tyrant (Jove)

208

Tyrant (Jove)

211

Jupiter

212

Hades or Typhon

221

Phantasm of Jupiter

248

Titan

264

Tyrant (Jove)

272

omnipotent (Jove)

290

Omnipotence (Jove)

307

Jove

315

Titan

325

Jove's --Mercury

331

Jove's tempest--walking hounds

337

Titan

342

Son of Maia
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Act I (continued)
line 343

Omnipotent (Jove)

346

Geryon -- Gorgon

347

Chimaera -- Sphinx

348

Thebes

354

Father's will (Jove)

362

Omnipotent (Jove)

374

Supreme (Jove)

398

Sicilian's

409

Father's (Jove)

412

Jove's

419

Jove

425

Gods

437-8

442

typical Grecian image (description of
Mercury)
Immortal Titan

445

Prometheus, the chained Titan

448

Jove

1;.$7

King (Jove)

490

labyrinthine veins

494

Jove

541

Titan

580

the good Titan

635

Ah woe, etc.

Act II (Scene I)
line 26

Aeolian music
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Act II (Scene I), continued.
line 40

sacred Titan's fall

136

Scythian wilderness

140

Apollo's written grief

(Scene II)
90

Silenus

92

Oheos old.

93

the chained Titan's woeful doom

(Scene III)
9

Maenads

(Scene IV)
33

Saturn

44

wisdom, which is strength to Jupiter

49

Jove

60

Elysian flowers

61

Nepenthe, MOly, Amaranth

106

Not Jove

107

adamantine choirs

111

Jupiter

113

For Jove is the supreme of living
things
Atlas

171
(Scene V)
10

Apollo is held in heaven by wonder

20

Nevids

25

Aegean isles

91

Elysian garden islets
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Act III, (Scene I)
line 25

Idaean Ganymede

26

daedal cups

33

Elysian winds

36

Thetis

40

Numidian seps

50

Olyl!).pus

54

Saturn's child

57

tyranny of heaven (reign of Jove)

62

Titanian prison

79

AU

AU

(Scene II)

24

Blue Proteus

44

Nereids

(Scene III)

42

Enna

43

Himera

65

Proteus

86

adamantine

130

Jove

154

Of Bacchic Nysa, Maenad-haunted
mountain
Praxi telean shapes

165

(Scene IV)

15
111

•'

Jove
Phidian forms
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Act III (Scene IV)
line 119

183

amphisbaenic snake
Jupiter

Act IV
line 115

Daedal wings

144

Chaos

158

-...

188

Aeolian modulations

291

gorgon~headed

396

adamantine

415

Orphic song

416

Daedal harmony

473

Maenad

474

Agave

475

Cadmaean

529

Daemons

531

Elysian

576

Titan

"Donl"'\mo+:h.ac.Ya

...,................ ""''''"-" ....

targes

Shelley added many nellr characters to his Dramatis
Personae, retaining only Prometheus, Ocean (Oceanus),
Mercury (Hermes), and the Oceanides from the play of
Aeschylus.

These participants, however, are little

changed in the later play.

They express the same basic

attitudes of sympathy and freedom with which Aeschylus
endowed them.

Although we know, as did Shelley, that
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Aeschylus reconciled Prometheus with Zeus later in the
trilogy, Shelley refused to look beyond the Prometheus
Bound.

The inspiration of that play was so strong that

he could not admit the possibility of reconciling the
Titan with the king of gods.

As a result, we witness,

in Shelley's play, the tall of Zeus.
An exemiP£tion of the text of Shelley's Prometheus

Unbound will reveal ample evidence of the influence of
Aeschylus and the Greek spirit, without, however, depriving the English poet ot his originality,

It was as

if he used the earlier play as a starting point, employing characters, setting, events, and phrases in the formulation of his great masterpiece,
The following twenty passages from Shelley's play
closely parallel lines in the Prometheus Bound of
Aeschylus.

For purposes of comparison, we shall use

Herbert Weir Smyth's English translation of the Prometheus
Bound.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 12-15 (spoken by Prometheus)
Three thousand years of sleep-unsheltered
hours,
And moments aye divided by keen pangs
Till they seemed years, torture and solitude,
Scorn and despair, -- these are mine empire.

**********
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
line 32 (spoken by Hephaestus)
Vlherefore on this joyless rock thou must
stand sentinel, erect, sleepless, thy knee
unbent.

lines 93-95 (spoken by Prometheus)
Behold, with what shameful woes I am racked
and must wrestle throughout the countless
years of time apportioned me.

The above passage from Shelley's Prometheus Unbound
shows very clearly the influence of the speeches of
Hephaestus and Prometheus in Aeschylus.

Shelley preserves

the mood and feeling of the earlier lines, endowing his
Prometheus with true Aeschylean strength, loneliness, and
suffering.
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Each Prometheus refers to the bitterness of his
situation with the same sense of hopelessness.

We gain

from the speech of each suffering god a feeling of the
excruciating intensity of the struggle as well as the
interminable length of the time involved.
We can detect a definite Homeric influence· in
Shelley's use of the epithet nsleep-unsheltered hours,n
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
line.s 20-22 (spoken by Prometheus)
Nailed to this wall of eagle-baffling mountain,
Black, wintry, dead, unmeasured; without herb,
Insect, or beast, or shape or sound of life.

***********
Prometheus.Round (Aeschylus)
lines 20-22 (spoken by Hephaestus)
I must rivet thee with brazen bonds no hand
can loose to this desloate crag, where nor
voice nor form of mortal man shall meet
thy ken;

Prometheus' self-description in Shelley's poem is
greatly reminiscent of the speech of Hephaestus in the
play of Aeschylus.

Each poet seeks to impress us with

the extreme isolation of his protagonist.

It is in-

teresting to note that Shelley, while using different
language, keeps each element of the earlier description
intact.

As a result, we find reference in the later

poem to the bonds, the desolate mountain, the absence of
other forms of life, and silence.

The epithet "eagle-

baffling mountain" gives additional evidence of Homeric
influence.
Although probably a simple coincidence, it is interesting to note that both selections contain the same
line numbers.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
line 23 (spoken by Prometheus)
Ah me1

alas, pain, pain ever, forever!

************
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 98-100 (spoken by Prometheus)
Woel Woel For misery present and misery
to come I groan, not knowing where it is
fated deliverance from these woes shall
arise.

In the above line Shelley preserves the traditional

form of Grecian lamentation.

His Prometheus demonstrates

the same feeling of lonely frustration found in the
Aeschylean character.

Shelley's one short line complete-

ly summarizes the three lines of Aeschylus.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 25-29 (spoken by Prometheus)
I ask the Earth, have not the mountains felt:
I ask yon Heaven, the all-beholding Sun,
Has it not seen? The Sea, in storm of calm,
Heaven's ever-changing Shadow, spread below,
Have its deaf waves not heard by agony?

**************
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 88-92 (spoken by Prometheus)
0 thou bright sky of heaven, ye swiftwinged breezes, ye river-waters, and
multitudinous laughter of the waves of
ocean, 0 universal mother Earth, end
thou, all-seeing orb of the sun, to you
I calll Behold what I, a god, endure of
evil from the gods.

In the above passage Shelley uses the same pattern
as Aeschylus to direct attention to the sufferings of
Prometheus.

Earth, Heaven, Sun, and Sea are elements

common to both selections, and they are personified in
each.

They are invoked in turn by each Titan, who is

endeavoring to show the results of the tyranny of Zeus.
A tremendous depth of resentment is apparent in both
instances.
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In each case, the sun is described in a typical
Homeric epithet:

the

"all~beholding

Sun" of Shelley

is obviously the result of the "all-seeing orb of the
sun" of Aeschylus.

Both poets express the idea of

movement with respect to the sea.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 41-43 (spoken by Prometheus)
While from their loud abysses howling throng
The genU of the storm. urging the r11ge
Of whirlwind• and afflict me with keen hail.

***************
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 14-15 (spoken by Hephaestus)
But for me -- I cannot nerve myself to bind
amain a kindred god upon this rocky cleft
assailed by cruel winter.

In the above lines Shelley's Prometheus dramatizes

the tortures of winter.

This theme is suggested by the

speech of Hephaestus in Aeschylus lited above.
=
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 44-47 (spoken by Prometheus)
And yet to me welcome is day and night,
Whether one breaks the hoar frost of the
morn,
Or starry, dim, and slow, the other climbs
The leaden-colored east;

***************
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 24-25 (spoken by Hephaestus)
And glad shalt thou be when spangle-robed
night she 11 veil his brightness and when
the sun shall scatter again the rime of
morn.

The above speech of Shelley's Prometheus is almost
a direct paraphrase of that of Hephaestus in the
Prometheus Bound.

The mood is identical in each case.

In each selection one sees the idea that change is welcome, if only from one extreme to another.
Aeschylus here gives us a splendid example of his
ability as a lyricist.
sensitiveness to beauty.

Both passages demonstrate great
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 64-65 (spoken by Prometheus)
Thou serenest Air,
Through which the Sun walks burning without
beams!

***************
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
line 791 (spoken by Prometheus)
toward the tlaming east, where walks the sun

Shelley's image of a walking sun is obviously traceable to the above lines of Aeschylus.

In each play the

lines are put into the mouth of Prometheus.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 140-141 (spoken by Earth)
I dare not speak like life, lest Heaven's

fell King
Should hear,

***************

Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 313-315 (spoken by Oceanus)
But is thou hurlest forth words so harsh end
. of such whetted edge, peradventure Zeus may
hear thee.

Clearly the above lines of Shelley can be traced to
the speech of Oceanus in Aeschylus.

The Earth reflects

the same fear of the tyranny of Zeus as does Oceanus.
Both characters refer to the danger of having rebellious
words overheard by the omniscient monarch of the gods.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 296-301 (spoken by Phantasm of Jupiter)
An awful image of calm power
Though now thou sittest, let the hour
Come, when thou must apear to be
That which thou art internally;
And after many a false and fruitless crime
Scorn track thy lagging fall through boundless space and time.

***************
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 939-940 (spoken by Prometheus)
Let him do his will, let hom hold his
power for his little day -- since not for
long shall he bear sway over the gods.

In the above passage, a part of the curse of Shelley's
Prometheus, can be seen the direct influence of Aeschylus.
The lines of the Greek dramatist are the source from which
come the ideas of power, tyranny, and eventual fall which
concern Shelley's Titan.
It might be pointed out that Shelley draws upon Greek
mythology in this instance.

He causes his Prometheus to

summon the Phantasm of Jupiter from the shades beyond for
the purpose of repeating the curse.

Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 354-356 (spoken by Mercury)
I come, by the great Father's will driven
down,
To execute a doom of new revenge.
Alast I pity thee, and hate myself
That I can do no more:

***************
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 19-20 (spoken by Hephaestus)
Against my will, no less than thine, I must
rivet· thee with brazen bonds.
line 66 (spoken by Hephaestus}
Alas, Prometheus, I groan over thy pangs.

Shelley's idea of a pitying Mercury was undoubtedly
largely influenced by the character of Hephaestus in the
earlier play,

Mercury, as does Hephaestus, emphasizes

that what he must do is contrary to his own will; Zeus
is responsible.

Each poet impresses us with the inexor-

able character of the revenge of Zeus.

!

I;
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 371-374 (spoken by Mercury)
there is a secret known
To thee, and to none else of living things,
Which may transfer the sceptre of wide
Heaven,
The fear of which perplexes the Supreme.

***************

Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 523-525 {spoken by Prometheus)
At every hazard this must be kept
concealed; for 'tis by safeguarding
it that I am to escape my ignominious
bonds and outrage.

Both of these selections deal with the great secret
which constituted the threat to the supremacy of Zeus.
Shelley • s Mercury stresses the importance of the secret
in much the same fashion as does Aeschylus• Prometheus.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 386-387 (spoken by Prometheus)
Whilst my beloved race is trampled down
By his thought-executing ministers.

***************
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 233-235 (spoken by Prometheus)
But of wretched mortals he took no heed,
but desired to bring the whole race to
nothingness and to create another, a new
one, in its stead.

Shelley's Prometheus here echoes the exact sentiment expressed by his Aeschylean ancestor.

Each

character demonstrates great regard for humanity.
Shelley's epithet, "thought-executing ministers,"
shows Homeric influenoe.

'c==:c:c-c
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
lines 408-409 (spoken by Prometheus)
But hark, the hell~hounds clamour: fear delay:
Behold! Heaven lowers under thy Father's
frown.

***************
Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 52-53 (spoken by Power)
Haste thee then to cast the fetters about him,
lest the Father behold thee loitering.

The above passage from Prometheus Unbound alludes to
the concept of Zeus as a tyrant who demands immediate fulfillment of his wishes under pain of reprisal.

This ad-

monition of Shelley's Prometheus seems directly related
to Power's warning of Hephaestus in the earlier play of
Aeschylus.

Both passages stress the necessity for haste.

It is likewise interesting to note that Shelley uses
the term "Father" for Zeus instead of one of the many
other possible appelations.
pattern of his source,

By so doing, he follows the

Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act I
line 617 (spoken by Fury)
Worse things, unheard, unseen, remain behind.

****************

Prometheus Bound (Aeschy).;us)
line 744 (spoken by Prometheus)
What will thou do, I wonder, when thou
has learned the sufferings still in
store for thee"?

Shelley's Fury, addressing Prometheus, refers to
impending woe in much the same manner as Aeschylus'
Prometheus warns Io of her future troubles.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act II, Scene I
lines 28-JO

(spoken by Asia)

I feel, I see
Those eyes which burn through smiles that
fade in tears,
Like stars half quenched in mists of silver
dew.

***************

Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 144-149 (spoken by Chorus)
I behold, Prometheus; and in my alarm
for thee there spread o'er mine eyes a mist
all filled with tears as I saw thy body
withering ignominiously upon this rook
in these bonds of adamant.

Shelley's Asia reveals the same depth of sympathy
for Prometheus that is expressed by the Chorus of
Aeschylus.

In each case we find reference to the mist-

like quality of tears which obscures vision.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Aot II, Soene IV
line 48 (spoken by Asia)
to be
Omnipotent but friendless is to reign;

*****************

Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 226-227 (spoken by Prometheus)
for it is a disease that somehow
inheres in tyranny to have no faith
in friends.

The idea that tyranny outs itself off from friendship appears in Asia's characterization of Jupiter (Zeus)
in the poem of Shelley.

This view is also expressed by

the Prometheus of Aeschylus regarding Zeus in the above
lines.

Both poets picture a divinit.y unenviable in his

loneliness.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act II, Scene IV
lines 49-59 (spoken by Asia)
for on the race of man
First famine, and then toil, and then disease,
Strite, wounds, and ghastly death unseen
before,
Fell ; ......................... · • · • · • · · • • • ·

Prometheus saw and waked the legioned hopes.

*******************

Prometheus Bound

~eschylus)

line 250 (spoken by Prometheus)
Aye, I caused mortals no longer to foresee
their doom (of death).

In the above lines of the Prometheus Unbound Asia
refers to the awakening of hope in man by Prometheus.
Shelley's source tor this idea is obviously the above
line in the play of Aeschylus.
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act II, Scene IV
lines 85-86 (spoken by Asia)
He told the hidden power of herbs and springs,
And Disease drank and slept.

***************

Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 481-483 {spoken by Prometheus)
I showed them how to mix soothing
remedies wherewith they now ward off
all their disorders.

These two selections both deal with Prometheus• gift
of medicine to man.

In each case reference is also made

to the result of this gift.

53
Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act III, Scene IV
lines 106-107 (spoken by Spirit of the Hour)
Dizzy as with delight I floated down,
Winnowing the lightsome air with languid
plumes.

***************

Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 396-397 (Spoken by Oceanus)
for my tour-tooted winged beast tans
with his wings the smooth pathway of
air.

Shelley's Spirit of the Hour expresses an image
which shows a direct relationship to the above speech
of Oceanus in Aeschylus.

The Spirit's reference to the

''Winnowing" of his plumes is a simple paraphrase of
Oceanus' winged beast which "fans with his wings the
smooth pathway of the air."
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Prometheus Unbound (Shelley) Act IV
lines 93-98 (spoken by Chorus of Spirits)
We come from the mind
Of human kind
Which was late so dusk, and obscene, and
blind,
Now 'tis an ocean
Of clearer emotion
A heaven of serene and mighty motion.

***************

l

I

Prometheus Bound (Aeschylus)
lines 441-444 (spoken by Prometheus)
But hearken to the miseries that beset
mankind -- how that they were witless
erst and I made them to have sense and
be endowed with reason.

These two passages are parallel in that they present
the contributions of Prometheus to the intellectual development. of man.

Both refer to man's mentality before

Prometheus; emphasis in each case is placed upon the
Titan's gift of enlightenment.

CHAPTER IV
PLATO AND SHELLEY
I.

PLATO , MAN .(\ND PHILOSOPHER

Plato, greatest of Greek philosophers, was born at
Athens in 427 B.C.

Like Aeschylus and Shelley he came

from an aristocratic background, claiming on his father's
side descent from the ancient kings of.Athens, and on
his mother's from Solon.
According to J. H. Wright, the young Plato distinguished himself in gymnastics, wrote considerable
poetry, and sought fame as a t.ragedian.l

These interests

were put aside upon meeting Socrates in 407 B.c., an event
which was to result in a complete dedication of his life
to philosophy.

He was a constant companion of Socrates

until the latter's death in 399 B.C., at which time he
left Athens to travel for several years in Egypt, Lower
Italy, and Sicily.

Returning to Athens, he established

his school of philosophy in the Academy, one of the three
great gymnasia of ancient Athens.
spent in teaching and writing.

His last years were

He died in 347 B.c., at

the age of eighty.
The primary purpose of Plato's philosophy is
admirably stated by

w.

C. Wright:

1 J. H. Wright, Masterpieces of Greek Literature,
(New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1902), p. 371.
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There is no doubt that, if Plato had been
asked what was the end of his teaching, the
goal of which he never lost sight in all his
speculations, he would have replied that it
was the improvement of the moral nature of man.2
Plato, then is concerned with the reshaping of
society in order that man might realize the best that is
in him.

The Republic is his formulation of ways and

means by which mankind might achieve its potentialities.
He visualizes a society free from poverty, tyranny, and
war.
Probably the most significant element of Plato's
philosophy is his Theory of Ideas.
the only reality.

To him, the idea is

Natural objects are real only as they

achieve a measure of reality from the ideas which are
their eterna 1 patterns •.3
Cornford places great emphasis upon Plato's belief
in an immortal soul which exists separate from the body,
both before and after death,4

Thus we see a philosophy

which turns away from mortality to set its hopes on
things beyond the reach of time and change,

Vi,

c. Wright

relates this view of the immortality of the soul with
Plato's Theory of Ideas:

c.

2 Wilmer
Wright, A Short History of Greek Litera(New York: American Book Company:-1907), p. 384.
3 Cf, Constantin Ritter, The Essence of Plato's
PhilosophY, (London: Allen and Unwin, Lti:, 1933), P• 10.
4 Cornford, .2.£• ill•, p. xxvii.

~.
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At birth one is nearest to the divine Ideas;
when one loves, one has the best chance in one's
lite to approach them again through the passion
tor beauty; and the dying philosopher, like
Socrates in the Phaedo, may at least hope that
he is about to recover the complete vision.5
Plato's concept of love is an integral part of his
philosophy and is directly related to his Theory ot
Ideas.

Durant sees Platonic love as the pursuit of

beauty which leads to everlasting possession ot the Good. 6
In other words, such love seeks the absolute beauty of
the eternal Ideas or Forms.

Love in its highest sense,

according to Plato, is a spiritual rather than a physical
concept; only love ot this type is worthy of a philosopher.
Plato firmly believes that only in the pursuit of
the good, the beautiful, and the true will man realize
his potentialities.

Accordingly, in the words of

Socrates, 7
Unless either philosophers become kings in
their countries or those who are now called kings
and rulers come to ba inspired with a genuine
desire tor wisdom; unless, that is to say, political power and philosophy meet together, while the
many natures wno now go their several ways in the
one or the other direction are forcibly debarred
from doing so, there oan be no rest from troubles,
my dear Glauoon, for states, nor yet, as I believe,
tor all mankind; nor can this commonwealth which
we have imagined ever till then see the light of
day and grow to its full stature.

5 Wright,

~· oit., p. 390.
6 Will Durant,~e Life ot Greece, (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1939~pp:-518=519.
7 I8! Republic 2[ Plato, Francis M. Oorntord, Translate~
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1945), pp. 178-179.

ccc-~---~-----
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II.

PLATONIC INFLUENCES ON SHELLEY

The student of Shelley is very apt to marvel at the
profundity of his thought.

The casual reader may be im-

pressed with his matchless imagery and great lyric powers,
but is likely to lose many of the philosophical or metaphysical ideas which are enshrouded in poetical form.

It

must be emphasized that Shelley was an avid and conscientious scholar.

Many were the schools of philosophy which

~

exerted their influences upon his thinking.

I

least of these was that ot the Greek philosopher Plato.

Not the

Ot this Platonic influence upon Shelley, Professor Kurtz
writes:
He was an idealist in both senses ot the word.
As a metaphysical idealist he assumed that fundamental reality is of the nature ot the idea; as
an ethical idealist he assumed that conduct should
be a noble rivalry in making the best possible ideas
prevail. These best possible ideas were his ideals,
and, like Plato, he believed that the ethical ideals
approximated the idea-reality ot the universe.
Truth, tor him lay in the close conformity of a
proposition to an ideal; goodness lay in an heroic
will to pattern conduct on an ideal; beauty lay in
the intuitive perception ot an ideal in sensory experience. This old philosophic trinity of the true,
the good, and the beautiful, three aspects of and
approaches to fundamental idea-reality, are §t the
heart ot all his poetry and all his conduct.8
A careful study ot Shelley's lite and works will
reveal the truth of Professor Kurtz's words.

Such

premises committed the poet to a policy of action which
8

Introduction to Oxford Shelley, P. XXV.
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constantly came into conflict with the recognized social
and literary ethics of his day.

As did Plato centuries

earlier, Shelley desired to effect the moral improvement
of man.
Shelley's acceptance of Plato's Theory of Ideas ia
demonstrated in his

Hymn~

Intellectual Beauty.

The

first line, "The e.wtul she dow of some unseen Power,"

refers to the "Idea" or archetype of beauty.

In the

second stanza he names it "Spirit of Beauty" and states
that it consecrates all that it shines upon.

Nothing is

beautiful except that which derives its beauty from this
source.

In the third stanza he addresses this Platonic

Idea of beauty, sayingr
Thy light alone
Or music by the
through strings
Or moonlight on
Gives grace and

-- like mist o'er mountains driven,
night-wind sent
of some still instrument,
a midnight stream,
truth to life's unquiet dream.

He thus acknowledges that what we perceive wtth the
senses becomes real only when infused with the universal
"Idea."

In the fourth stanza we are told that this Spirit

of Beauty is the nourisher of human thought.

The final

stanza is interesting because the latter part of it contains Shelley's plea for contact with this ideal beauty:
Thus let thy power, which like the truth
Of nature on my passive youth
Descended, to my onward life supply
Its calm -- to one who worships thee,
And every form containing thee,
Whom, Spirit fair, thy spells did bind
To fear himself, and love all human kind.
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Shelley approaches this concept with something of
the zeal of a religious convert.

This archetype of Plato,

which he called "Intellectual Beauty" when he translated
Plato's Symposium, is regarded almost as a personalized
divinity.
In The Witch of Atlas Shelley seeks the divine
beauty of Plato.

Kurtz sees in the Witch an incarnation

of the Platonic Idea of beauty.9

In Stanza XI of the

poem Shelley reveals her in the following words:
For she was beautiful -- her beauty made
The bright world dim, and every thing beside
Seemed like the fleeting image of a shade:
Thus Shelley indicates that the universal archetype
of beauty far outshines any earthly entity.

For this

reason it must be shielded from the world's gaze,

Accord-

ingly, the Witch takes her spindle and threads,
And with these threads a subtle veil she wove
A shadow for the splendour of her love,lO
In order to develop his concept of Ideal Beauty
Shelley associates the study of philosophy with the Witch:
Her cave was stored with scrolls of strange device,
The works of some Saturnian Archimage,
Which taught the expiations at whose price
Men from the Gods might win that happy age
Too lightly lost, redeeming native vice;
And which might quench the Earth-consuming rage
Of gold and blood -- till men should live and move
Harmonious as the sacred stars above;ll

9 Oxford Shelley, p. xlvi.
10 Lines 151-152.
11 Lines lS5-192.
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At the end of the poem Shelley indicates that through
association with the Witch, or Ideal Beauty, mankind might
achieve freedom from conflict:
Friends who, by practice of some envious skill,
Were torn apart -- a wide wound, mind from mind!
She did unite again with visions clear
or deep affection and of truth sincere.l2
In Epipsychidion, one of the greatest love poems in
the English language, Shelley presents his conception of
ideal or Platonic love.

In Emilia Viviani Shelley thinks

he has found the
Seraph of Heaven! too gentle to be human,
Ve ilirig beneath that radiant form of Woman
All that is insupportable in thee
or light, and love, and immortalitytl3
He continues, stating,
I never thought before my death to see
Youth's vision thus made perfect,l4
The poet sees in Emilia a reflection of Plato's
universal Idea of beauty:
See where she stands! a mortal shape indued
With love and life and light and deity,
And motion which may change but cannot die;
An image of some bright eternity;~5
Shelley accepts Plato's Idea of the •soul as immortal
and pre-existent to birth.

In the following statement he

regrets that his contact with Emilia was not established
before his entrance to this world:
12
13
14
15

Lines
Lines
Lines
Lines

661-664.
20-24.
41-42·
112-115.

For in the fields of Immortality
My spirit should at first have worshipped thine,
A divine presence in a place divine;lo
In his concept of love Shelley is in complete agreement with Plato.

Love is much more than a physical mani-

festation; it is a spiritual synthesis of beauty and good.
The following passage ably demonstrates this view:
T--..IJUVO
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Gazing on many trutns; 'tis like thy light,
Imagination! which from earth and sky,
And from the depths of hhman phantasy,
As from a thousand prisms and mirrors, fills
The Universe with glorious beams, and kills
Error, the worm, with many a sun-like arrow
Of its reverberated lightning,l7
In 1824, a short poem beginning "One word is too
often profaned" was posthumously published.

In the second

stanza of this poem Shelley gives us what is probably the
most conclusive evidence of his acceptance of Plato's
view of love:
I cannot give what men call love,
But wilt thou accept not
The worship the heart lifts above
And the Heavens reject not,
The desire of the moth for the star,
Of the night for the morrow,
The devotion to something afar
From the sphere of our sorrow?
The "devotion to something afar" is undoubtedly
Shelley's pursuit of Plato's Idea of universal beauty
which we have noted consistently in the Hymn
ectual Beauty,

~Witch£!

16 Lines 133-135.
17 Lines 162-169.

Atlas,

~

~

Intell-

Epipsychidion.

63
The same trend can be discovered in practically all of
his other works as well.

"You know," he wrote in a letter

to Peacock, shortly after finishing the first act of
Prometheus Unbound, "I always seek in what I see the manifestation of something beyond the present and tangible
object."18

l

18 Letter of P. B. Shelley to Thomas Love Peacock,
November 7, 181S, in White, .2£• .£.ll., II, 135.

CHAPTER V
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
In the preceding pages of this paper we have endeavored to present certain evidences of Classical Greek
influence on the English poet Shelley.

We have empha-

sized the parallels which might be drawn between Aeschylus
and Shelley, inasmuch as the latter's masterpiece had
Aeschylus• Prometheus Bound as its chief poetic source.
We have discovered certain similarities in the lives

ot the two poets which, inspite of the centuries between
them, might heve tended to draw Shelley to Aeschylus.
We have also noticed that very early in his life Shelley
was introduced to the classic lore of ancient Greece end
continued this interest until the end of his life,

Men-

tion has been made of his brilliant translations from the
Greek.
We have shown, further, that Shelley's life bore a
striking resemblance to the character of the Aeschylean
Prometheus.

The life of this 19th century English Roman-

tic poet was one of conflict with the organized institutions of his day and with the god of his century.

We have

noted that his championship of man has borne fruit with
the passing •of years; it is not longer possible to consider
him an ineffectual dreamer.

I
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Our analysis of Shelley's poetic powers has pointed
to his debt to the Greek Classics -- an important factor
in his artistic development.
We have particularly noticed the influence of
Aeschylus on Shelley in respect to the Greek poet's
Prometheus Bound.

Our study has taken note of speci1'1c

parallels of this work with Shelley's Prometheus Unbound,

Comparisons have been drawn relative to setting, use of
chorus parts, use of epithets, imagery, classical allusions and expressions, and characters.

Certain passages

from Shelley's poem have been selected which show direct
relationship to parallel lines in the play of Aeschylus.
We have likewise emphasized the great influence
which the Greek philosopher Plato had on the thought and
philosophy of Shelley.

We have seen that a great deal of

this English poet's depth of thought may be traced to
this Platonic influence; specific examples have been cited
from Shelley's
Atlas,

~

Hymn~

Intellectual

Beauty,~

Witch£!

Epipsychidion in substantiation of this claim.

Mention has been made of the fact that Plato's great concern tor the moral improvement of man is reflected in
the life and works of Shelley.
We therefore conclude that Percy Bysshe Shelley,
19th century English poet, was greatly influenced by the
culture of ancient Greece.

Although this influence appears
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strong, it cannot be said to have robbed the poet or
originality.

Rather it was responsible for enriching

the poet's development and broadening his horizons.
Certainly without the influence of ancient Greece,
Shelley's effectiveness as a poet would have been greatly limited.

The following lines from Hallas bear testi-

mony to Shelley's own realization of this fact:
But Greece and her foundations are
Built below the tide or war,
Based on the crystalline see
Of thought and its eternity;
Her citizens, imperial spirits,
Rule the present from the past,
On ell this world of men inherits
Their seal is set.l

i· Lines 682-68?.
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